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The impact of major referendums on satisfaction with democracy 
 
Introduction 
The usage of mechanisms of direct democracy has increased considerably in the past few 
decades (Altman, 2010:65). Consequently, these instruments – most commonly referendums – 
have come to play a significant role not only in those settings, most prominently Switzerland 
and the United States, in which direct democracy is a highly institutionalised aspect of 
political life, but also in established democracies such as the United Kingdom where direct 
democratic institutions have historically been of far less importance (Scarrow, 2001). In 
particular, the past two decades have seen the political agendas of many representative 
democracies go through periods of intense focus on major, one-off referendums regarding 
matters of crucial constitutional, moral or otherwise political importance: the UK’s June 2016 
referendum on European Union membership, the effects of which continue to dominate 
national politics almost two years later, stands out as a recent example. 
 
That such referendums should exert an influence on citizens’ perceptions of democracy seems 
theoretically likely, yet this has been the focus of relatively little comparative, cross-national 
research (Hug, 2009). On the contrary, most research into the effects of referendums on these 
aspects of citizen attitudes has focussed on the aforementioned settings in which they occur 
frequently and in a highly institutionalised manner. In Switzerland and the United States, the 
existing literature has examined the impact of direct democracy on aspects of citizen attitudes 
including political knowledge, trust in government, political efficacy, satisfaction with 
democracy and happiness (Bauer and Fatke 2014; Smith 2002; Smith and Tolbert 2004; 
Stadelmann-Steffen and Vatter 2012), sometimes with findings that – as will be discussed – 
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are suggestive of the ways in which referendums may affect citizen attitudes in other settings. 
The purpose of this thesis, then, is to explore the impact of major referendums in 
representative democracies other than Switzerland and the United States on one particular 
aspect of citizens’ political perceptions: satisfaction with democracy. 
 
The study utilises a two-stage nested analysis research design, consisting of an initial 
statistical analysis of the broad relationship between major referendums and satisfaction with 
democracy, followed by a more in-depth case study section aimed at further elucidating the 
mechanisms at play in determining the nature of this relationship. The structure of the paper is 
as follows: the next section defines the key concepts and provides a theoretical background to 
the study, while the section after this discusses in more detail the research method employed. 
The paper then discusses the results of the statistical analysis, as well as its implications for 
the case study section. After analysis of the case studies, the next section discusses the overall 
findings as regards the impact of major referendums on satisfaction with democracy, before 
the final section concludes that major referendums appear to have a rather different 
relationship to satisfaction with democracy than do the mechanisms of direct democracy 
present in Switzerland and the US. 
 
Theory 
For the purposes of the study, referendums will be defined in broad and simple terms as “all 
decision-making processes which involve citizens voting on actual policies” (Hug, 2004:321). 
This definition permits the inclusion of all recent large-scale state-wide instances of direct 
democracy in Europe within the scope of the thesis. The scope of this study, however, is 
limited to major referendums. While the question of what does and does not constitute a 
major referendum is clearly to some degree subjective, here major referendums are intended 
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to be understood simply as those which provoke a high degree of political engagement 
amongst citizens.  
 
The concept of satisfaction with democracy (SWD) also requires some discussion. SWD is 
measured in survey data by asking citizens, “On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly 
satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in (your 
country)?” It has previously been argued (see Canache et al, 2001) that this question can lead 
to answers based on different dimensions of political support in different contexts, making 
SWD an unsuitable measure for cross-national study. However, the focus of this thesis is on 
explaining changes in SWD in particular national contexts, rather than levels of SWD per se. 
It is unlikely that the general basis upon which a given country’s population appraises their 
satisfaction with democracy will change dramatically over the time-periods studied here. In 
addition, the question of satisfaction with “how democracy works” seems particularly well-
suited to dealing with the matter of the effects of direct democracy, and, while no measure is 
perfect, seems more likely to capture changes in citizen attitudes due to referendums than 
other common measures of citizens’ political attitudes such as trust in institutions. 
 
While the precise relationship addressed in this thesis has been little studied, an instructive 
theoretical background to the subject can be drawn up on the basis of the considerable useful 
previous work done on the effects of direct democracy more generally. This theoretical 
background also allows the formulation of hypotheses regarding the nature of the impact of 
major referendums on SWD. Of most relevance is the finding in much empirical literature of 
a positive link between the prevalence of direct democratic institutions and SWD (eg Hug 
2005; Stadelmann-Steffen and Vatter 2012; Bernauer and Vatter 2012; Marien and Kern 
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2017). In line with this observed link, it is possible to draw up the first broad hypothesis, 
namely that: 
H1: Major referendums will have a positive effect on citizens’ SWD. 
 
Several of the theoretical explanations posited to explain the relationship between direct 
democracy and positive democratic outcomes in Switzerland and the USA, meanwhile, are 
plausibly applicable to the cases of the major referendums which are the focus of this study. 
One broad type of explanation can be termed as referring to the procedural effect of direct 
democracy. A positive procedural effect occurs when direct democratic procedures such as 
referendums lead to improved attitudes about democracy through their facilitation of direct 
citizen participation in policy decisions. Citizens, in other words, may derive satisfaction 
simply from the act of taking part in decision-making in a much more direct and tangible 
manner than is possible in more representative decision-making processes, irrespective of the 
policy consequences of a referendum. Evidence has been found in support of the presence of 
positive procedural effects in both the Swiss and the American cases (Stadelmann-Steffen and 
Vatter 2012; Bowler and Donovan 2002). For the major referendums studied here, which by 
definition are those which prompt a high level of participation from citizens, a similar positive 
procedural effect on SWD seems plausible; this expectation forms the basis of the second 
hypothesis: 
H2: A major referendum’s positive impact on SWD will be higher depending on the level of 
political engagement it prompts. 
 
A second such explanation, meanwhile, concerns the substantive effects of direct democracy. 
Substantive effects are those relating to the policy consequences of referendums. Assuming 
that the government acts upon the result of a referendum, direct democracy facilitates the 
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implementation of a policy output which has been directly expressed as the preference of a 
majority of the voting population, increasing the congruence between government policy 
output and citizens’ preferences. In the American case, evidence has been found in support of 
a positive link between the presence of direct democratic institutions and government-citizen 
policy congruence (Matsusaka, 2010). Empirical research, in turn, has found government-
citizen policy congruence to be positively linked with SWD (Stecker and Tausendpfund, 
2016). In theory, then, major referendums present the possibility of a positive impact on SWD 
occurring as the result of a rise in government-citizen policy congruence with regards to the 
policy issue addressed in the referendum. We may thus expect that: 
H3: When the government implements the referendum result, SWD will increase by a greater 
amount post-referendum than when the government does not.  
 
Other studies have found SWD to be positively linked with the extent to which policy stances 
held by parties more generally reflect those of the population as a whole (eg Ezrow and 
Xezonakis, 2011). Leeman and Wasserfallen (2016), moreover, find the “democratic effect” of 
direct democracy –  meaning its facilitation of government-citizen policy congruence – to be 
greater when the preferences of citizens and party elites diverge, as the potential for direct 
democracy to correct this divergence in such circumstances is larger. A second plausible 
substantive effect of major referendums on SWD, then, may occur as the result of a closing in 
the preference gap between citizens and political elites, and the improved quality of 
representation such a closing implies.  
 
It is also important to note that not all of the often-posited theoretical explanations for the 
positive democratic effects of direct democracy in Switzerland and the United States are 
plausibly applicable to the major referendums in this study. In particular, the indirect effect of 
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direct democracy on policy congruence, whereby political elites adjust policy outputs towards 
the preferences of majorities of citizens due to the ability of the latter to call referendums and 
initiatives (Gerber 1996), does not apply to contexts in which citizens do not hold extensive 
direct democratic rights. On the basis of the literature, then, it is not possible to predict with 
complete confidence that major referendums will indeed influence SWD in a manner 
comparable to the highly institutionalised mechanisms of direct democracy present in 
Switzerland and the USA. 
 
Finally, the size of the winning margin in a referendum can also be expected to exert an 
important influence on the nature of the impact major referendums have on SWD. This is 
because a larger margin of victory produces a larger proportion of policy ‘winners’ whose 
perceptions of democracy can be plausibly expected to be positively influenced by a 
referendum’s substantive effects (see Marien and Kern, 2017). On the other hand, in the 
eventuality that the majority preference in a referendum is not reflected in subsequent 
government policy, a higher margin of victory will increase the level of government-citizen 
policy incongruence highlighted by the referendum. Overall, then, while it is not possible to 
formulate a fourth confident hypothesis regarding margin of victory, we may broadly expect 
that a higher margin of victory will tend to lead to greater changes in SWD post-referendum. 
 
Methods 
The statistical analysis takes the form of an interrupted time series design, incorporating data 
on SWD from around three years before major referendums until around three years after. The 
purpose of this section is to determine the overall nature of the relationship between major 
referendums and SWD. If trends in SWD over the time spans encompassing major 
referendums do indeed conform to the expectation of a positive causal relationship outlined in 
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H1, the statistical analysis should reveal a clear increase in SWD after major referendums 
compared to before. 
 
The criterion used to distinguish major referendums from others was turnout rate. This is 
mainly because turnout rate provides a direct indication of the extent to which a particular 
referendum prompted the most important type of democratic participation for purposes of this 
thesis, namely voting. Specifically, the referendums included in the study are those which 
exceed a turnout rate of 60% of eligible voters. The main reason a threshold of 60% was 
chosen was the desire to ensure that the referendums in question did indeed engage a clear 
majority of citizens. Consideration was given to instead using a threshold of 55%, which 
would have allowed the inclusion of an additional seven cases. However, it was decided that 
inclusion of these cases would have compromised the extent to which the referendums 
included in the study can justifiably be said to meet the aforementioned definition of major. 
Three took place in one country (the Republic of Ireland), each of which prompted less 
participation amongst citizens than the Irish referendum included in this study. Furthermore, 
three took place on the same day as presidential or European elections, putting into doubt the 
extent to which these referendums were independently responsible for prompting a high 
amount of political mobilisation.  
 
Due to issues of data collection, the scope of the study is limited to referendums which took 
place in democracies in the European Union (or candidate countries) between 2000 and 2016. 
This is because the presence of regular, comparable measures of SWD in the countries in 
which the referendums have taken place is of fundamental importance to the study. Limiting 
the study in this ways allows data on SWD to be source from a single – and thus directly 
comparable – data source, which here is the archive of past Eurobarometer (EB) surveys. 
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In total, seventeen referendums meet the above conditions, and these cases are the focus of the 
statistical analysis. SWD is operationalised as the total proportion of survey respondents who 
describe themselves as “very” or “fairly” satisfied with the way democracy works in their 
country. Data was sought on SWD for within three years before and three years after each 
referendum (with surveys taken within three months of the referendum omitted from the 
statistical analysis to ensure that the results are not distorted by transient short-term effects). 
Nonetheless, in practice there are some irregularities in the data. Most significantly, for the 
EU accession referendums data on SWD is only available from one year before the votes, 
while the absence of data on SWD in EB surveys in 2008 means that for the French and 
Dutch referendums in 2005, the data frame was extended to four years after the referendum to 
allow for the inclusion of more data points. Finally, for the referendums since 2015, data on 
SWD is only available for up to two years following the referendum. Data on unemployment 
was retrieved from Eurostat, with the control variable for unemployment operationalised 
simply as the percentage rate of national unemployment at the time each EB survey was 
conducted. 
 
Statistical analysis 
Initially, a simple linear regression was calculated to predict satisfaction with democracy 
based on a dummy variable created to differentiate surveys taken after the referendum in 
question from those taken before (Zscores were used so as to prevent between-country 
differences in SWD distorting the relevant effect). Results here suggested that major 
referendums are positively associated on satisfaction with democracy, with individual case 
analyses showing SWD to be higher on average post-referendum in 15 of 17 cases. However, 
we cannot infer from this model that this increase is due to the referendums. The referendums 
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may have simply taken place in the midst of a long-term, secular increase in SWD, in which 
case any increase in SWD occurring post-referendum may simply reflect the continuing 
influence of pre-existing factors unrelated to the referendum. In order to investigate this 
possibility, a second model was constructed incorporating a second independent variable, time 
in months between the referendum date and the date of the relevant survey fieldwork. If this 
variable proved to be a stronger predictor of SWD than the Before/After dummy variable, this 
would suggest the post-referendum changes in SWD more likely reflect the continuation of a 
pre-existing trend than a clear break caused by the referendum. Finally, unemployment has 
previously been found, particularly in times of economic crisis, to be an important 
determinant of aspects of citizens attitudes including SWD and political trust (Armingeon and 
Guthmann 2014; Roth et al 2011). A third model was thus constructed including rate of 
unemployment as an independent variable, in order to shed light on the extent to which the 
relevant changes in SWD may reflect economic factors rather than the influence of the 
referendum. 
Table 1: Regression models explaining total citizen satisfaction with democracy for all 
cases. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  
Before/After 0.82*** 
(0.14) 
0.29 
(0.29) 
0.3 
(0.29) 
Months  0.013** 
(0.006) 
0.013** 
(0.006) 
Unemployment   -0.009 
(0.013) 
R2 .191 .216 .219 
N 17 
 ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. 
 
As can be seen in the table above, once the Months variable is incorporated into the regression 
analysis the Before/After variable loses its significance, while Months is significant. 
Individually, Before/After is a better predictor of SWD in five cases, while Months is a better 
predictor in the remaining twelve: 
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Table 2: Summary of Model 2 results by individual case. 
Before/After is a stronger predictor Months is a stronger predictor 
Denmark, 3/12/15 Italy, 4/12/16 *** 
Luxembourg, 7/6/15 UK, 23/6/16 
Netherlands, 1/6/05 Greece, 5/7/15 
France, 29/5/05 (-) Republic of Ireland, 22/5/15 *** 
Denmark, 28/9/00 * Latvia, 18/2/12 ** 
 Luxembourg, 10/7/05 
 Latvia, 20/9/03 
 Sweden, 14/9/03  
 Estonia, 14/9/03 
 Lithuania, 11/05/03 (-) 
 Slovenia, 23/3/03 
 Malta, 8/3/03 (-) * 
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. (-) = predicted effect is negative. 
 
The statistical analysis also presented the opportunity to test for any association between 
turnout rate and post-referendum changes in SWD, and thus the presence of a possible long-
term procedural effect on SWD. In order to do this, two variables for turnout were created: 
one with the absolute turnout rate for each referendum, and another with a measure of the 
relative level of each referendum’s turnout rate taking into account its national context. The 
values for the latter variable were created by subtracting the turnout rate of the parliamentary 
election prior to each referendum from the turnout rate of the referendum in question. For 
changes in SWD, meanwhile, a variable was created consisting of average post-referendum 
SWD subtracted by average pre-referendum SWD for each case. However, neither of the 
turnout variables proved to be strongly correlated with the change in SWD variable; both 
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correlations, moreover, were negative. There is thus little evidence in the statistical analysis in 
support of the presence of the kind of positive procedural effect on SWD predicted in H2.  
 
Finally, it was also possible to explore the influence of margin of victory on the strength of a 
referendum’s impact on SWD. In order to do this, a variable was first created for the margin 
of victory present in each case, calculated by subtracting the proportion of votes cast for the 
losing side from the proportion cast for the winning side (for the cases in which multiple 
referendums were held on the same day – Ireland in 2015, Luxembourg in 2015 and Slovenia 
in 2003 – margins of victory for the highest salience referendum were used). Since higher 
polarisation can be expected to strengthen both positive and negative effects on SWD, 
meanwhile, another variable was created for average change in SWD post-referendum, this 
time without distinguishing between positive and negative changes. A Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficient was then calculated to assess the relationship between margin 
of victory and average change in SWD following a major referendum. This time, there was a 
weak positive correlation between the two variables, r = 0.332, n = 17, p = 0.194.  
 
Discussion 
Overall, then, while the statistical analysis seems to suggest a positive general association 
between major referendums and SWD in most cases, it is far less clear the extent to which this 
is a causal relationship (H1). It is also unclear what causal mechanisms may be at play in 
determining the nature of this relationship: while a weak positive correlation was found 
between margin of victory and change in SWD for this population of cases, the correlation 
was not statistically significant, meaning it is not possible to confidently extrapolate general 
conclusions based on this finding. No evidence was found in support of any long-term 
procedural impact of major referendums on SWD (H2), and the task of examining the 
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influence of a referendum’s substantive effects (H3) – or lack thereof – on SWD is one 
unsuited to statistical analysis, given the nuanced differences which are present between cases 
regarding the timing and extent of the policy consequences of referendums. 
 
The aims of the case study section, then, will be twofold: firstly to assess the extent to which 
the observable trends in SWD around major referendums are indeed plausibly attributable to 
the influence of those referendums; and secondly to shed more light on which (if any) of the 
causal mechanisms hypothesised play a role in determining the nature of this influence. Given 
that H3 was unaddressed by the statistical analysis, particular attention will be paid to the 
potential role played by substantive effects in each case study. With these aims in mind, three 
case studies will be analysed, each of which exhibits a trend in SWD with different apparent 
implications with respect to the potential influence of the relevant referendum. 
 
The first case to be studied is the Danish referendum of 2000, which – as can be seen in table 
2 – is one of those cases in which trends in SWD best match the hypothesised pattern, with 
the Before/After variable a considerably stronger predictor than the linear time variable. The 
purpose of this case study will be to assess the extent to which clear changes in SWD after 
referendums may indeed be the result of the hypothesised effects. The second case study 
analysed will be the referendum in the Republic of Ireland in 2015. This case exemplifies a 
more common type of trend in SWD amongst the population of cases – namely one which 
more closely resembles a linear time trend encompassing the referendum than a clear break 
post-referendum. Given that the hypothesised effects of major referendums on SWD were 
assumed to manifest themselves in the aftermath of the votes, these trends have more 
ambiguous implications with regards to the influence of referendums on SWD. The purpose 
of this case study will thus be to examine whether linear trends in SWD may also reflect the 
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impact of major referendums. The final case to be studied is the French referendum of 2005. 
This is a case regarding which neither the Before/After variable nor the Months variable is a 
significant predictor of SWD, making it more typical than the Danish and Irish cases in this 
regard. The main purpose of this case study, then, is to shed light on the nature of the 
influence (or lack thereof) major referendums may have on citizens’ SWD in instances when 
no clear break or trend coinciding with the referendum is discernible in the data. 
 
Case studies 
Denmark 2000: a strong before/after effect 
The Danish referendum of September 2000 is one of the five cases in which the Before/After 
dummy variable is a stronger predictor of SWD than the Months variable. In this case, this 
means that the rise in SWD over the time-period studied resembles more closely a clear post-
referendum increase than a continuation of a pre-referendum trend. 
As seen in Table 3, meanwhile, Before/After is the strongest predictor of SWD in each of the 
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Figure 1: Satisfaction with democracy in Denmark, October 1997 to 
October 2003
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regression models, though it falls below statistical significance after unemployment is taken 
into account.  
Table 3: Regression models explaining citizen satisfaction with democracy in Denmark 
between 10/1997 and 10/2003. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Before/After 9.3*** 
(1.86) 
10.09* 
(4.94) 
10.04 
(5.4) 
Months  -0.02 
(0.1) 
-0.01 
(0.11) 
Unemployment   -0.6 
(3.29) 
R2 .781 .782 .784 
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. Excludes surveys within three months of the referendum. 
 
The referendum took place on 28 September 2000, and concerned the matter of Denmark’s 
potential entry into the European Economic and Monetary Union (and consequently whether 
or not Denmark would adopt the Euro as its currency). The referendum was called by the 
Social Democrat-led government in March 2000, around six months before the eventual vote. 
On a turnout of 87.6%, Danish voters rejected the proposed entry into the EMU by a margin 
of 53%-47%, as a consequence of which the Danish government abandoned further steps 
towards the adoption of the Euro.  
 
The referendum’s turnout rate is not only the third-highest of the major referendums in this 
study, but also suggests a high level of engagement by Danish standards. Turnout was higher 
than in any general election since 1984, while also exceeding that of each of Denmark’s three 
referendums on the Maastricht and Amsterdam treaties during the 1990s. Additional evidence 
also suggests a strong level of political engagement amongst Danish citizens during the 
referendum campaign: 97% of citizens read about the referendum in the newspaper, while 7% 
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attended meetings organised by political parties in the month preceding the referendum (de 
Vreese, 2006). 
  
As seen in the previous section, there is little statistical evidence to suggest the presence of a 
long-term procedural impact on SWD as the result of high turnout in major referendums. 
Another possibility, then, may be that the procedural effects of referendums manifest 
themselves only in the short-term, diminishing rapidly as time progresses. However, the fact 
that the most immediate post-referendum survey, conducted in November 2000, in fact 
reveals a slight drop in SWD suggests that any short-term procedural impact of the Euro 
referendum on perceptions of democracy is also likely to have been limited at best. 
 
Substantive effects 
The reflection of the referendum result in subsequent government policy output, meanwhile, 
makes feasible a positive substantive effect of the referendum on SWD.  
 
Government policy was firmly in favour of EMU entry; Prime Minister Poul Nyrup 
Rasmussen campaigned energetically for the Yes side during the six-and-a-half month de 
facto referendum campaign period (Marcussen and Zølner, 2001:379), and spent a 
considerable amount of time in the two years following his re-election in March 1998 
travelling Denmark arguing the case for adoption of the single currency (Downs, 2001:223). 
Despite this, there is little evidence to suggest the Danish public shared the government’s 
enthusiasm for EMU entry. While opinion polls generally showed a plurality in favour of 
EMU entry at the onset of the campaign (Marcussen and Zølner, 2001:390), a February 2000 
17 
 
poll saw only 10% of Danish voters describe EU-related matters as one of the important 
issues facing the country, compared to 57% for welfare and 15% for the environment 
(Andersen, 2003:188).  
 
Indeed, once the campaign began and the issue of EMU entry gained in salience, the disjunct 
between government and citizen priorities on the matter began to exert an impact upon 
government evaluations. De Vreese (2004) finds that as the referendum campaign became 
increasingly visible in its final month – by which time the ‘No’ side had gained a clear lead in 
opinion polls – voters’ evaluations of government performance decreased significantly, with 
this change largely driven by a negative change in evaluations of the government’s handling 
of the Euro issue (2004:56). After the referendum result – and the government’s 
consequent abandonment of its pro-EMU stance in favour of the majority’s preference as 
expressed in the referendum – EU related issues declined in salience once again, described as 
one of the country’s most important issues by just of respondents 3% in a February 2001 
survey (Andersen, 2003:188). By facilitating a greater level of government-citizen 
congruence in both in terms of prioritisation of and policy preference on the EMU issue, then, 
the substantive effects of the referendum may plausibly account for part of the post-
referendum increase in SWD. 
 
The referendum also had important implications with regards to citizen-elite policy 
congruence more broadly. Party political elites were overwhelmingly in favour of EMU entry 
prior to the referendum; with the Yes side backed by parties including the governing Social 
Democrats and the main opposition Conservative and Liberal parties. The largest 
parliamentary supporters of the No campaign, on the other hand, were the far-left Socialist 
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People’s Party and the far-right Danish People’s Party; in total, No-supporting parties held 
just 39 of the Folketing’s 179 seats. This disjunct between the preferences of citizens and of 
party political elites was reflected in the voting behaviour of different party supporters: 49% 
of Social Democrat voters – and over a third of Conservative and Liberal voters – voted No 
(Qvortrup, 2001:193), against the official recommendations of the respective party 
leaderships. As the campaign progressed, meanwhile – and the EMU issue grew more salient 
– voters’ evaluations of party leaders endorsing a Yes vote fell significantly, while ratings of 
those favouring the No side rose slightly (de Vreese, 2004:52-4). This suggests that the gulf 
between citizens and elites on the issue of Euro adoption played some role in influencing 
citizens’ political perceptions as it grew more apparent over the course of the campaign.  
 
After the referendum, opposition parties also shifted their position on EMU entry to one more 
in line with that of the population. Despite being an enthusiastic Yes campaigner in the 
referendum, Liberal party leader Anders Fogh Rasmussen pledged to return to the Euro issue 
“only when the time is right” following his appointment as Prime Minister after the 
November 2001 general election (Marcussen, 2005:52-3) – a time which in practice did not 
arrive. Thus, again in terms of both the priority given to Euro adoption and the nature of the 
stance adopted on this issue, the policy of the Danish party political elites became more 
congruent with the citizens’ preferences in the years following the referendum. An increase in 
the congruence between the preferences of citizens and elites more broadly, then, is another 
consequence of the referendum’s substantive effects to which the post-referendum rise in 
SWD can plausibly be partly attributed to.  
 
Overall influence 
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The most prominent political developments to take place in 2001 were the September 11th 
attacks, and the subsequent onset of the war on terror. Nonetheless, these events soon became 
of relatively low salience amongst the Danish electorate (Andersen, 2003:187-8); across the 
EU as a whole, meanwhile, only a 1% rise in SWD occurred in the aftermath of the attacks, 
suggesting that 9/11 related effects are unlikely to account for much of the rise in SWD in 
Denmark observable in October 2001. In addition, the insignificance of unemployment as a 
predictor of SWD suggests that economic circumstances were probably not of overwhelming 
importance in determining Danish citizens’ SWD over the time-period in question. 
 
At the same time, it is important not to exaggerate the potential impact of the EMU 
referendum on Danish citizens’ SWD. The polarised nature of the result (53%-47%) means 
that the referendum produced a relatively small majority of ‘winners’ whose political 
perceptions can reasonably be expected to have been positively influenced by the 
referendum’s substantive effects. In addition, the EMU referendum played little role in the 
November 2001 general election, which was dominated by debates over immigration and 
welfare (Andersen, 2003:188). Any increases in SWD due to government-citizen congruence 
after this time, then, are more likely the result of the greater congruence on these more salient 
issues caused by the post-election change in government. Overall, though, the clear increase 
in SWD observable in the initial year following the referendum may plausibly be attributed in 
part to the combined influence of the referendum’s substantive effects. 
 
Ireland 2015: a positive linear trend 
The Irish referendum of May 2015 is one of twelve cases in which the Months variable is a 
stronger predictor of satisfaction with democracy than the Before/After variable. As can be 
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seen in the graph below, while SWD did indeed rise following the referendum, rising SWD is 
observable from around two years prior to May 2015, with the increase in SWD over the 
time-span studied more closely resembling a linear trend than a clear break post-referendum. 
 
The results of first two steps of the statistical analysis of the Irish case resemble those of the 
overall regression analysis, in that while Before/After is initially a strong and significant 
predictor of SWD, it loses its significance once the Months variable is incorporated into the 
model (while Months is a significant predictor). 
Table 4: Regression models explaining citizen satisfaction with democracy in Ireland 
between 05/2012 and 11/2017. 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  
Before/After 17.6*** 
(2.58) 
5.31 
(3.93) 
5.93 
(4.11) 
Months  0.32*** 
(0.09) 
-0.08 
(0.51) 
Unemployment   -2.56 
(3.32) 
R2 .838 .936 .941 
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. Excludes surveys within three months of the referendum. 
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November 2017
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The results of the third regression model, meanwhile, reinforce the possibility that the rising 
post-referendum SWD in the Irish case simply reflects the continuing influence of (unrelated) 
factors behind the pre-referendum trend – once unemployment is incorporated into the model 
both the Before/After and the Months variables lose their significance as predictors, 
suggesting a possibility that economic conditions were of greater importance than the 
referendum in influencing SWD over the time period in question.  
 
On 22 May 2015, two referendums were held on proposed amendments to the Constitution of 
Ireland. The first of these would allow same-sex marriage to take place in the Republic of 
Ireland for the first time; the second would have reduced the age of candidacy for the Irish 
Presidency from 35 to 21. The latter (rejected) proposal prompted far less attention than the 
former in terms of campaigning from the respective sides and interest from the general public 
(Minihan, 2015); as such, it is the marriage referendum that will be the focus of this 
discussion. 
 
The date for the vote was announced by Taoiseach (prime minister) Enda Kenny on 19 
February 2005. The eventual result of the marriage referendum was a clear victory for the Yes 
side by a margin of 62%-38%, on a turnout of 60.5%. The outcome of the referendum was 
swiftly translated into government policy, with the first same-sex marriages in Ireland taking 
place in November 2015 following the passage of relevant legislation (RTE, 2015).  
 
While turnout in the referendum was the second-lowest of the seventeen major referendums in 
the study, within the context of Irish politics the referendum was a highly participated-in 
democratic event: no state-wide vote has exceeded a turnout of 70% since the 1987 general 
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election, and the marriage referendum achieved the highest turnout rate of any Irish 
referendum since the 1995 vote on divorce. In theory, then, a positive procedural effect on 
SWD is plausible. A positive procedural effect was hypothesised as manifesting itself only in 
the aftermath of a major referendum. Given the nature of the observed trend in SWD, 
however, a broader analysis will be conducted of relevant factors prior to the referendum. 
 
After the date for the Irish marriage referendum was announced on February the 19th, the 
intensity of campaigning gradually increased during the three subsequent months leading up 
to the May 22nd referendum. Yet in this case, there is evidence to suggest that voters had some 
awareness that the referendum was forthcoming even before campaigning commenced. A 
referendum on same-sex marriage was one of the recommendations of the Irish Constitutional 
Convention, a large-scale experiment in deliberative democracy made up of one hundred 
members, two-thirds ordinary citizens and one-third politicians, who met regularly from late 
2012 until 2014 to deliberate on eight issues. The Convention’s deliberations on same-sex 
marriage attracted particular public interest. Over 1000 submissions from the public were 
received on the topic (Mac Cormaic, 2013), and the Convention’s resounding vote in April 
2013 in favour of a referendum on same-sex marriage received considerable national media 
coverage (eg RTE, 2013). Indeed, survey data gathered in the week after the referendum 
indicates a fairly high degree of knowledge amongst voters regarding the referendum’s 
origins, with 77% of respondents correctly recognising that it was recommended by the 
Constitutional Convention (Elkink et al, 2016:371). Furthermore, Elkink et al (2016:732) find 
knowledge of the Constitutional Convention to be a significant positive predictor of 
respondents’ likelihood of voting Yes in the marriage referendum, suggesting that the 
Convention was closely enough associated with the referendum in voters’ minds to 
meaningfully influence voting behaviour.  
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The unique circumstances under which the (proposed) referendum came to occupy a position 
of importance in the public debate thus suggest the possibility of a positive anticipatory 
procedural effect on SWD, which may account in part for the rising trend in SWD beginning 
around eighteen months before May 2015.  
 
Substantive effects 
In addition, the reflection of the result in subsequent government policy output suggests a 
possible positive substantive effect on SWD, with the strength of this effect likely in theory to 
be greater as a result of the relatively large margin of victory for the Yes side. Substantive 
effects on SWD were also hypothesised to manifest themselves in the aftermath of 
referendums, once the referendum outcome has been reflected (or not) in government policy 
output. Nonetheless, a closer analysis of the Irish case suggests that these effects may too 
have influenced SWD in a different manner to that predicted. 
 
Firstly, regular surveys taken between the Convention’s recommendation in April 2013 and 
the referendum in May 2015 consistently revealed vast majorities as intending to vote in 
favour of the marriage amendment, often in excess of 70% of the population (eg Collins 
2014). Consequently, by the time of the referendum, its outcome was widely expected – a 
“wisdom of the crowds” poll undertaken in the week before the vote saw respondents estimate 
almost precisely the Yes side’s final, comfortable margin of victory (RedC, 2015). As a result, 
a positive anticipated substantive effect of the referendum is possible, in which the tendency 
of those in favour of same-sex marriage to express a high SWD may have been positively 
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influenced prior to the referendum by virtue of their – justified – expectation that their 
preferred policy outcome would indeed come to be implemented after the referendum.  
 
With regards to citizen-elite preference congruence more broadly, meanwhile, a positive pre-
referendum impact on SWD is also plausible, with the expressed support of all major political 
parties for the marriage amendment prior to the referendum arguably facilitating the better 
representation of Irish voters’ stances regarding Ireland’s rapidly transforming liberal-
conservative cleavage (Elkink et al, 2016:374-7). 
 
Overall influence 
Nonetheless, there is reason to be cautious regarding the extent to which a significant causal 
role is attributed to the marriage referendum. The referendum took place in the midst of the 
Irish recovery from the financial crisis, manifested in the unemployment data by a continuous 
downward trend from a rate of 15.5% in May 2012 to 10.1% at the time of the referendum, 
and 6.4% in November 2017. Given the link between economic crises and SWD, it is highly 
likely that this recovery played a role in the concurrent increase in SWD.  
 
In addition, a general election took place on 26 February 2016, and it is subsequent to this that 
a large proportion of the post-referendum rise in SWD has taken place. The election in turn 
was dominated by issues concerning the health service and the economy (RTÉ, B&A 2016); 
any positive influence of the election on perceptions of democracy, then, would seem to 
suggest a diminished impact on the part of the referendum. June 2017 also saw the 
replacement of Enda Kenny as Taoiseach by Leo Varadkar, who has subsequently achieved 
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the highest approval ratings of any head of government in over a decade (Loscher, 2018). Any 
role played by the popularity of the current Taoiseach in enhancing Irish citizens’ SWD 
would also seem to suggest a relative diminution in the influence of the referendum as time 
has progressed. 
 
Overall, then, while potential anticipatory effects make plausible the idea that the Irish 
marriage referendum exerted some influence on SWD despite the absence of a strong 
Before/After effect in the multiple regression models, the presence of feasible alternative 
factors mitigates against the extent to which we can be confident that the referendum played 
such a role. Ideally, future research may look to carry out individual-level analyses in order to 
shed light on the extent to which citizens’ perceptions of democracy may indeed change in 
response to major referendums in the kinds of ways suggested here. 
  
France 2005: no strong effect 
The referendum in France in 2005, meanwhile, is one with regards to which patterns in SWD 
reflect neither a strong Before/After effect nor a clear linear trend. In this respect, the French 
referendum is more typical than the Danish and Irish cases, which are examples of cases in 
which one of these effects is particularly strong. 
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The French case is also one of only two in which average SWD is lower post-referendum than 
pre-referendum, though not to a degree which is statistically significant. The results of the 
third regression model in table 5, meanwhile, suggest a likelihood that economic conditions 
played a role in determining French citizens’ SWD in this period.  
 
Table 5: Regression models explaining citizen satisfaction with democracy in France 
between 10/2002 and 10/2009. 
 Model 1 Model 2  
Before/After -5.13 
(5.31) 
-3.61 
(12.51) 
-11.8 
(7.67) 
Months  -0.31 
(0.22) 
0.18 
(0.14) 
Unemployment   -12.35** 
(3.75) 
R2 .135 .138 .768 
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1. Excludes surveys within three months of the referendum. 
 
The referendum was held on 29 May 2005, and asked voters to decide on the issue of 
France’s proposed adoption of the recently drawn up European Constitution for the European 
Union. The referendum was called by President Jacques Chirac on 14 July 2004, though its 
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date was only announced on 4 March 2005 and the official campaign did not begin until May 
16th, around two weeks before the vote. On a turnout of 69.4%, voters rejected ratification of 
the Constitution by a margin of 55%-45%. The outcome of the referendum was technically 
reflected in subsequent government policy output, with the Constitution going unratified by 
the French government and subsequently failing the ratification process altogether. 
Nonetheless, the long-term policy orientation of the French government towards the question 
of European integration was largely unaltered by the referendum; indeed, many of the 
measures present in the proposed constitution were approved in the resurrected form of the 
Lisbon Treaty by the Sarkozy administration in early 2008 (without recourse to a 
referendum).  
 
Turnout at 69.4% was the tenth highest of the seventeen cases. However, putting this figure in 
context suggests a somewhat higher level of relative engagement: the French case is one of 
seven in which turnout exceeds that of the previous parliamentary election (which was 
64.4%), while the rate was just below the 71% of eligible voters who cast a ballot in the first 
round of the 2002 Presidential election. Other evidence also suggests a high level of 
engagement in the referendum campaign. At its peak, polling conducted in the month before 
the referendum found 69% of respondents expressing interest in the campaign, compared to 
63% in the month before the 1992 Maastricht Treaty referendum (Marthaler, 2005:233). 
Content analysis by Hobolt and Brouard (2011:311-2), meanwhile, found that the French 
referendum dominated national print media coverage to a far greater extent than the Dutch 
referendum on the same topic which took place three days later, suggesting a high level of 
interest amongst readers. Finally, the proportion of French citizens reporting mention of the 
referendum in their daily conversations rose from 26% in January 2005 to 83% in May, with 
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92% of respondents reporting discussing the No campaign’s eventual victory in the month 
following the referendum (Gerstlé, 2006:5).  
 
As can be seen in figure 3, however, SWD actually declined in the short-term following the 
referendum, contrary to the hypothesised effect if referendums were to exert a procedural 
impact on SWD. On the basis of the referendum’s procedural aspects alone, then, there is 
little evidence that the vote played a significant role in determining French citizens’ SWD. 
 
Substantive effects 
With regards to the referendum’s substantive implications, the picture is more complicated. 
Initially, the referendum had the clear effect of shifting government policy output in the 
direction of the population’s preference as expressed in the referendum, with the lack of a 
French ratification also playing an important role in the ultimate demise of the proposed 
constitution altogether. Indeed, the eventual adoption of many of the Constitution’s proposed 
changes in the form of the Lisbon Treaty did not take place until February 2008, nearly three 
years later. The substantial decline in SWD observable in the year following the referendum 
thus does not seem attributable to the influence of the referendum on government-citizen 
policy congruence.  
 
However, the referendum seems more likely to have had an impact on citizen SWD when we 
look at its implications regarding citizen-elite policy congruence more broadly. The Yes 
campaign was supported by France’s two largest parties, Chirac’s centre-right Union for a 
Popular Movement (UMP) and the centre-left Socialist Party (PS). In February 2005, 
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moreover, a special vote of both the Sénat and the Assemblée nationale on the Constitutional 
Treaty saw 92% of parliamentarians vote in favour of ratification, suggesting the referendum 
preference of 55% of the electorate was shared by only 8% of their representatives. This 
divergence in preferences can also be seen in the breakdown of the referendum vote by party 
proximity. Most dramatically, supporters of the PS and the Greens voted No by margins of 
56%-44% and 60%-40% respectively, in contradiction of the official recommendations of 
both parties’ leaderships (Marthaler, 2005:234). The very presence of this citizen-elite gap 
became a more salient issue following the referendum. The alleged out-of-touch character of 
French political elites was played up by prominent No supporters including Jean-Marie Le 
Pen, and was also acknowledged by establishment politicians such as Bernard Accoyer, 
president of the ruling UMP group in the National Assembly, who asserted the existence of a 
“serious gap between the people and their elites” in the aftermath of the vote (Hainsworth, 
2006:112). Indeed, in the first EB survey after the referendum 86% of French citizens 
expressed distrust in political parties, a higher proportion than any previously recorded and up 
from 82% immediately pre-referendum. 
 
Unemployment, meanwhile, underwent only a slight increase from 8.9% to 9.1% between the 
referendum and the first post-referendum EB survey in March 2006, making it unlikely that 
economic conditions are responsible for the entirety of the short-term decline in SWD after 
the vote. Overall, then, taking into account the referendum’s substantive implications 
regarding citizen-elite preference congruence suggests some likelihood that the vote did 
indeed play some role in influencing short-term (negative) trends in citizens’ SWD after the 
referendum.  
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Overall influence 
Nonetheless, in the longer-term, it seems unlikely that the referendum was of high importance 
in determining French citizens’ SWD. Presidential and parliamentary elections took place in 
spring 2007, with the presidential elections in particular prompting an exceptionally high 
turnout of 84% and also seeing the election of a new president in Nicolas Sarkozy. While EU-
related issues did play some role in these campaigns (Spoon, 2008:152), Eurobarometer data 
reveals unemployment, crime and the general economic situation to have been far more 
salient topics amongst the French population at this time. By the time of the uptick in SWD in 
September 2007, then, factors related to the referendum had likely undergone a diminution in 
their relative importance in influencing French citizens’ SWD. 
 
As seen in table 5, meanwhile, rate of unemployment is a significant predictor of SWD in 
France during the relevant time period, suggesting a possibility that economic conditions in 
particular exerted an influence over citizens’ perceptions of democracy. This has important 
implications regarding the extent to which a strong influence of the referendum on SWD 
seems plausible. For instance, an initial temptation may be to attribute responsibility for the 
decline in SWD observable between 2007 and 2009 to the French parliament’s ratification of 
the Lisbon Treaty in February 2008, which arguably contradicted the referendum preference 
of those who voted No in 2005. However, the period between 2007 and 2009 also saw the 
onset of the 2008 financial crisis, and a subsequent increase in rate of unemployment to a 
nine-year high of 9.5% in late 2009, coinciding with a rapid increase in the salience of the 
unemployment issue amongst the French public. Furthermore, the parliament’s ratification of 
the Lisbon Treaty passed with little attention or national media coverage (Marlowe, 2008). 
Taking both of these considerations into account, it seems unlikely that the 2005 referendum 
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exerted a lasting impact on SWD in France beyond the potential aforementioned moderate 
substantive effect in the months immediately following the vote. 
 
Discussion of case studies 
Taken together, the above findings have some significant implications as regards the question 
of the nature of the relationship between major referendums and SWD. 
 
Firstly, with regards to H1, the case studies cannot reasonably be said to allow us to affirm 
with any greater certainty the existence of a strong positive causal relationship between major 
referendums and SWD. Only in the Danish case can we attribute with a high amount of 
confidence a positive influence to the major referendum in question, in part because of the 
apparent relative lack of importance of economic conditions in determining SWD in this case. 
In the Irish case, while some potential positive anticipatory effects on SWD seem plausible, it 
is difficult on the basis of the existing data to prove the existence of such effects to a 
significant degree, especially after taking into consideration the likely influence of Ireland’s 
then-nascent economic recovery on citizens’ political perceptions. Finally, the French case 
provided an instance of a major referendum which was not followed by a rise in average 
SWD, making a significant positive influence on the part of the referendum unlikely.  
 
Concerning H2, there is little in the way of convincing evidence in support of the existence of 
positive procedural effects of major referendums. This is in line with the finding in the 
statistical analysis that no positive relationship exists between rate of engagement (measured 
in terms of turnout rate) and increase in average SWD after a major referendum. In the French 
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and Danish cases, the short-term post-referendum trends in SWD do not imply any positive 
immediate procedural impact, despite both referendums prompting a high level of 
engagement from citizens. In the Irish case, such an effect is more plausible, though this is 
again difficult to prove. Overall, the results of the case studies considered alongside those of 
the statistical analysis suggest that in general major referendums do not significantly influence 
citizens’ SWD by virtue of a positive procedural effect. 
 
The case studies provide a somewhat greater degree of support for H3, with major 
referendums’ substantive effects plausibly playing a role in influencing patterns in SWD in 
each of the cases. In Denmark and Ireland, the hypothesised mechanisms regarding 
government-citizen congruence and elite-citizen congruence both seem to have some 
relevance. In the French case, meanwhile, the referendum seems likely to have affected SWD 
through an unpredicted kind of substantive effect, by revealing and highlighting a large gap 
between the preferences of elites and citizens with regards to the referendum issue. This 
possibility allows the formulation of a new hypothesis regarding the substantive effects of 
major referendums, of which future investigation may shed further light on the nature of the 
relationship between major referendums and SWD: 
H4: If a major referendum highlights or fails to close the citizen-elite preference gap on the 
referendum issue, the referendum will have a negative impact on SWD. 
 
Finally, with respect to the expectation set out regarding margin of victory, the case studies 
provide some more support, in addition to the statistical analysis, to the idea that degree of 
polarisation plays a limited role in determining the impact of a major referendum on SWD. 
Yet while one may plausibly expect the large margin of victory in the Irish case to have 
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played a role in strengthening the positive substantive effects of that referendum, it is not 
clear that the narrow margin – and high polarisation – present in the Danish case had the 
effect of dampening the post-referendum rise in SWD. The proportion of ‘winners’ produced 
by a referendum result, then, appears to be of somewhat less importance in determining the 
nature of a referendum’s impact on SWD than seems likely in theory, though answering the 
question of why this may be the case is a task beyond the scope of the present study. 
 
Conclusion 
Given their high level of prominence on national political agendas when they arise, and the 
impressive amount of democratic engagement that they prompt, it seems theoretically likely 
that major referendums exert an important influence on citizens’ perceptions of democracy 
when they take place. The overall findings of this study, however, cast doubt on the extent to 
which this expectation is borne out in reality. The combined results of the statistical analysis 
and the case studies do not provide strong evidence in support of the existence of a positive, 
causal general relationship between major referendums and satisfaction with democracy, as 
was hypothesised. 
 
Consequently, the findings suggest that major instances of direct democracy in more 
predominantly representative democracies impact upon citizens’ political perceptions in a 
different manner to the highly institutionalised mechanisms of direct democracy present in 
Switzerland and some US states. Firstly, evidence from the latter cases suggests the presence 
of a positive procedural effect of direct democracy, in which citizens derive satisfaction 
simply from being able to participate in a more direct manner in the decision-making process. 
There is little evidence on the basis of this study to suggest that major referendums tend to 
exert a significant positive influence on citizens’ SWD in this way. Secondly, direct 
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democratic institutions in Switzerland and the US have been found to be associated with 
greater government-citizen policy congruence, which in turn may be expected to contribute to 
higher SWD amongst citizens. While the results of the case studies suggest that major 
referendums may indeed contribute to greater government-citizen policy congruence 
regarding the referendum issue, major referendums may also highlight or ultimately fail to 
close gaps in preferences between governments or elites and citizens – in which case a 
negative effect on SWD seems more feasible than a positive one. 
 
Further study, then, may look deeper into the question of why exactly major referendums 
affect SWD in a different manner to direct democracy in Switzerland and the US, as well as 
under what circumstances positive effects may yet occur. One possibility is that the 
aforementioned indirect effect of direct democracy, in which elites adjust policy outputs due 
to their knowledge that citizens possess the ability to initiate referendums themselves, plays a 
greater role than assumed at the outset of this study in facilitating the positive democratic 
effects of direct democracy where it is highly institutionalised. If this is the case, the prospects 
for major referendums in more representative democracies to significantly improve citizens’ 
perceptions of democracy would seem limited in the absence of constitutional reform aimed at 
granting citizens more direct democratic rights.  
 
The case study analysis also suggested two plausible ways in which major referendums may 
influence SWD in a manner different to that hypothesised. Firstly, it is feasible that major 
referendums negatively affect citizens’ perceptions of democracy when, as in the French case, 
they highlight or reinforce differences in preferences between citizens and political elites. 
Secondly, there is the possibility, arguably present in the Irish case, that the effects of major 
referendums on SWD may manifest themselves before the votes actually take place. Future 
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research may look to explore these potential mechanisms by analysing individual-level data 
concerning relevant aspects of citizens’ political attitudes before and after major referendums. 
This would help clarify whether a causal relationship may exist between major referendums 
and SWD that is different from the type of positive general relationship hypothesised in this 
study. 
 
Fortunately for the purposes of research in this area, there is little reason to expect major 
referendums of the kind studied here to cease occurring in advanced democracies in years to 
come. The past eight months have seen large majorities of citizens participate in direct 
democratic events in Australia and the Republic of Ireland, while recent months have seen 
increasing numbers of British parliamentarians throw their support behind the idea of a 
second referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union. The question of how 
these events interact with citizens political perceptions is thus likely to remain an important 
one, as well as one regarding which there ought to be plenty of scope for further investigation.  
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